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Chapter 20
The eThnoCenTriC Bias
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The	tsunami	is	washing	across	northern	Japan	and	my	television	screen	as	I	























The	 bulk	 of	 what	 we	 crowdsource,	 curate	 and	 speculate	 about	 digital	









We	 have,	 I	 believe,	 an	 ethnocentric	 bias	 in	 our	 discussion	 of	 digital	
communications.
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So	what	 is	 an	ethnocentric	bias?	This	bias	 can	be	 thought	of	 as	a	 “dire	
need	for	multiculturalism”	in	how	we	discuss	communications	(Sriramesh,	
2002).	I	argue	that	the	cultural	attributes	underpinning	the	broader	discus-
sion	 of	 integration	 into	 business,	 politics	 and	 society	 reflect	 the	 biases	 of	





“And	 so	what?”,	 some	 readers	may	 ask.	A	 fair	 question	 indeed,	 and	 in	
response	I	would	point	out	many	of	 the	global	changes	that	we	are	all	well	
aware	of.	Economic	and	soft	power	shifts	eastward	as	countries	 like	China,	
India	 and	 Indonesia	 improve	 their	 social	 and	 economic	 conditions	 while	




















The diversity and complexity of 
markets demands that we do not look 
at digital media through a one size f﻿its 
most lens.
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Asia	 to	be	specific.	Baidu	and	QQ	are	 located	 in	China,	 the	world’s	 largest	
internet	market.	Looking	a	bit	more	broadly	at	the	top	20,	sites	such	as	Yahoo	
Japan,	Sina.com.cn	and	Google	India	appear.	The	top	global	destinations	are	

















Holloman_3233_c20_main.indd   196 11/16/2011   11:31:09 AM
The eThnoCenTriC Bias 197
nent	case	study.	These	books	 instead	were	dominated	by	 the	most	popular	
topics	that	you	might	expect	(including	but	not	limited	to):	Zappos,	Coca	Cola,	
Starbucks,	 Ford,	 Google,	 Huffington	 Post,	 Dell,	 Digg,	 Google,	 Yahoo	 and	
Craigslist.
I	next	visited	the	Ad	Age	Power	150	daily	ranking	of	marketing	blogs	and	








The	 one	 little	 bit	 of	 good	 news	 came	 when	 I	 turned	 to	 the	 academic	
research	being	published	about	 social	media	use	 in	higher	 education.	Asia	
gets	a	bit	more	recognition	when	we	turn	to	scholarly,	peer-reviewed	research	
published	 in	 journals.	 Limiting	myself	 to	 academic	 research	 published	 in	
2010	 and	 accessed	 through	 the	 university	 library	 database	 Science	 Direct,	
I	 identified	 97	 scholarly	 articles	 with	 the	 key	 words	 blogs,	wikis	 or	mobile,	
which	reported	scholarly	research	study	findings	from	around	the	world.	The	
studies,	when	grouped	geographically	based	on	where	the	participant	sample	
population	 came	 from,	 had	 the	 following	 breakdown:	 70.1	 per	 cent	 came	
from	Western	cultures	 in	North	America,	all	of	Europe,	Australia	and	New	
Zealand;	 25.7	 per	 cent	 from	 greater	Asia;	 and	 the	 remaining	 articles	 from	
Latin	America,	Middle	East	and	Africa.
But	as	I	turned	from	the	academic	to	commercially	produced	reports,	Asia	
quickly	 falls	 off	 the	 radar	 screen.	To	be	 fair,	 several	 very	 good	 commercial	
reports,	 which	 included	 Asian	 markets,	 were	 published	 in	 2010.	 Nielsen,	
Yahoo-Synovate	 “Net	 Index”,	 KPMG	 “Consumers	 and	 Convergence”,	 TNS	
“Global	 Digital	 Life”,	 Burson	 Marsteller’s	 Corporate	 Social	 Media	 Report,	
Edelman’s	“Trust	Barometer”	and	“Digital	Brand	Index”,	Boston	Consulting	
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First,	many	of	these	reports	look	at	China,	India	or	Japan,	as	their	sample	
population.	As	 you	will	 see	 shortly,	Asia	 is	 composed	of	many	 fragmented	
markets	with	different	platform	preferences	and	online	behaviours.	No	one	
or	 two	 countries	 could	 possibly	 represent	 the	 entire	 region.	 There	 is	 no	
single	Asia.












sidering	 the	 nature	 of	 many	 Asian	 markets	 and	 the	 businesses	 operating	





over	 the	 global	 competitors	 like	 Facebook	 and	Google,	 and	 in	 some	 cases	
soundly	 defeated	 them,	 is	 sociolinguistic	 differences.	 Not	 only	 do	 internet	
users	in	China,	South	Korea,	Japan,	Indonesia,	Thailand	and	India	(to	name	
a	 few)	 typically	 not	 speak	Western	 languages	 at	 home,	 but	 they	 also	 have	
different	 social	 expectations	 and	 behave	 quite	 differently	 online.	 So	 when	
consumers	choose	between	a	 local	platform	that	feels	 like	a	natural	fit,	and	




At	 the	most	basic	 level,	 there	are	more	people	around	 the	world	using	and	
talking	about,	for	example,	Facebook	than	Cyworld.	This	statement	is	in	no	
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Asia’s social media scene
Forecasts	 of	 the	 world’s	 internet	 population	 in	 Figure	 20.1	 show	 that	 an	
increasing	portion	of	users	will	come	from	Asia.
Asia,	however,	is	not	a	homogenous	region	by	any	stretch	of	the	imagina-
tion.	 It	 is	 home	 to	 more	 than	 2,000	 spoken	 languages,	 political	 models	
ranging	 from	 monarchies	 to	 democracies	 to	 authoritarian	 governments,	
incredible	 wealth	 and	 unforgiving	 poverty,	 and	 numerous	 religions.	 And	




























Latin America and Carribean
Asia, Asia Pacific, and Oceania
Middle East and Africa
Source: Jupiter Research Worldwide Internet Population Model (3/08) Steven Noble, Senior Analyst, Forrester Research. Presented Ad-Tech, SG
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South	Korea	has	one	of	the	world’s	most	advanced	information	socie-
ties,	 Japan	has	 the	world’s	most	advanced	mobile	market,	and	China	
has	 the	 world’s	 largest	 internet	market	 which	 functions	 like	 a	 giant	
technology	incubator.
At	this	point	we	could	draw	from	a	host	of	additional	statistics	to	illustrate	
the	 amazing	 digital	 activity	 in	 Asia.	 These	 statistics,	 at	 the	 start	 of	 2011,	
include	the	following:
	 China	Internet	Watch	(2011)	reported	that	the	number	of	internet	users	in	
the	 mainland	 had	 reached	 457	 million	 by	 2011	 (projected	 to	 reach	 500	
million	by	mid-year).	North	America	has	266	million	internet	users.
	 Indonesia	is	currently	the	second	largest	Facebook	community	in	the	world	





	 User	behaviours	vary	 significantly	 from	country	 to	 country.	The	Chinese	









limited	 similarity	 to	 the	 social	 media	 accounts	 I	 so	 commonly	 read.	 This	
disconnect,	what	I	call	ethnocentrism,	is	a	problem	for	anyone	trying	to	figure	
out	 how	 to	 succeed	 online	 with	 marketing,	 PR,	 sales	 or	 community	
building.
What	 works	 in	 the	West	 will	 not	 transfer	 one-to-one	 in	 the	 East.	 Our	
efforts	must	be	localized.
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Leadership and the path forward
In	 an	 article	 titled	 “The	 Shift	 of	 PR	 Wealth	 to	 Asia”	 written	 by	 Burson-
Marsteller’s	APAC	President	and	CEO	Bob	Pickard	(2011),	important	advice	
was	shared	with	readers	working	in	Asian	markets.
There	 is	 a	 long	 tradition	 of	 complaining	 about	Western-centrism	 in	
Asia,	with	many	derisive	of	 those	with	 ‘global’	 titles	who	are	 thought	






act	on	the	opportunity	 these	 increasingly	 important	markets	are	presenting	
to	us?	I	am	all	for	action,	and	considering	the	nature	of	these	markets,	frag-
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	 What	 happens	 to	 small	 markets	 like	 Singapore	 and	 Brunei,	 or	 to	 still-
developing	markets	like	Thailand,	Philippines	and	Pakistan?
	 Market-driven	 solutions	 will	 likely	 limit	 the	 research	 scope	 to	 activities,	
which	are	 in	some	sense	billable	or,	 in	social	media	 language,	able	 to	be	
monetized.






into	 alignment	with	 the	 ideas	 presented	 earlier	 in	 this	 chapter.	 There	 is	 a	
critical	 role	 for	governments,	businesses	and	academics	 to	play.	The	needs	
are	broad,	and	the	ability	to	learn	from	these	diverse	vantage	points	is	great.
What	I	am	describing	is	a	leadership	challenge	that	is	harmonious	in	its	
balance	 of	 public	 interest	 and	 the	 profit	motive.	Any	Western	 company	 or	
individual	pursuing	 this	challenge	will	need	 to	display	strong	 leadership	 in	




But,	 then	 again,	 it	 is	 precisely	 this	 sort	 of	 challenge	 that	 ultimately	 led	
many	professionals	to	make	Asia	their	home	and	to	rise	each	morning	to	face	
these	challenges,	which	never	fail	to	excite,	distress	and	compel	each	of	us.	
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nications	 or	 customers,	what	 are	 three	 practical	 steps	 for	 researching	 your	
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